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Preface

In the summer semester of 1988 I attended a seminar on Theophanes Continuatus
at the Freie Universitit Berlin conducted by the late Professor Paul Speck. It was
my first, abrupt introduction into the field of Byzantine Studies after my degree
in Classical Philology at the University of Salamanca. I was at that time unaware
that I was destined to work on this fascinating history of the second iconoclasm
over the years that followed, until, under the stimulating direction of Professor
Antonio Bravo Garcia (Universidad Complutense of Madrid), in Salamanca in
September 1993, I finally obtained my PhD with a comparative study of the first
three books of the “Continuator” and the contemporary history of Genesios. When
my research was published two years later in Amsterdam (Signes Codoiier 1995),
I stopped thinking about the text for several years and began working on other
authors and periods, for it seemed to me that I needed to deepen my knowledge of
Byzantine literature and historiography.

It was only after more than 10 years that I came back to the text in 2006
on the occasion of a summer research stay of three months at the University of
Birmingham. There I met Leslie Brubaker and discussed with her the possibility
of publishing a historical monograph on the emperor Theophilos based mostly on
the evidence provided by the Continuator. She immediately welcomed my idea, so
I submitted to her a draft of the project even before leaving Birmingham at the end
of August. The plan was approved some weeks later by John Smedley of Ashgate
Publishing. By then, during the 21st International Congress of Byzantine Studies
held in London in 2006, I happened to meet Michael Featherstone (CNRS Paris),
who had been charged with editing the first four books of Theophanes Continuatus
for the Series Berolinensis of the Corpus Fontium Historiae Byzantinae. He
generously offered to share with me the editing of the text, on which we have been
working since. This unexpected chance encouraged my research, for it offered me
the opportunity to read the text intensively once again and thus appreciate better
its structure and the working method of the anonymous author who composed it
during the reign of Constantine VII.

My research, however, proceeded more slowly than I had initially imagined,
especially because of the high number of complementary sources I needed to
check (Greek, Arabic and Armenian) and the many secondary issues that needed
to be dealt with. In order to consult bibliographies not available in Spain and
also to exchange points of view with foreign colleagues, new research stays in
Paris (2008), Oxford (2009, 2010) and Vienna (2010) were undertaken. I was even
granted a sabbatical by the University of Valladolid for the academic year 2009—
2010 to finish the work. I spent my leave mostly working at the Centro de Ciencias
Humanas y Sociales of the CSIC in Madrid.
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At the end of this process the book had grown into twice its original intended
size, mostly because of the necessity of dealing with minute textual problems,
which were not easy to tackle with passing references, but needed to be commented
upon in some detail.

I relied on the assistance of many colleagues and friends whom I would like
to mention here for their invaluable help. First of all, mention must be made of
Michael Featherstone, my joint editor of the text, whose advice on many particular
details always proved useful. The passages quoted from the “Continuator”, as well
as the English translation, are taken from our common, still unpublished edition of
the text. Other colleagues contributed to correcting errors in the original manuscript
by reading the draft of some sections: John Haldon (Chapters 1 and 10), Timothy
Greenwood (Chapters 15-16), Jonathan Shepard (Chapters 19-21), Joseph Munitiz
(Chapter 21), Marie-France Auzépy (Chapter 21) and Otto Kresten (Chapter 21).
Stephen Gero, James Howard Johnston, Chris Lightfoot, Pagona Papadopoulou
and Mark Swanson, among others, also gave me their advice on many particular
issues. Many others also helped me with bibliographical enquiries and petitions
or just encouraged my work with their friendly support. On the financial side,
the study has been made possible to a great extent by funding provided by the
Spanish research project FF12012-37908-C02-01. I must also especially thank
Leslie Brubaker for the painstaking reading she made of the final draft of the book,
polishing my deficient English at many points and thus producing a correct text.

Finally, Arantxa and Micaela made my life easier and more colourful during
the long time it took for me to put my ideas in order. For the welcome pauses
needed during research I dedicate this book to them.

A note on the transcription of names: I have transliterated Greek names except
for those that are most common in English (Constantine, John, Gregory, Theodore,
Peter, and also Nikaia, Cappadocia etc.). For the Arabic names I use diacritics
according to the usual norms in English but avoid the article when at the beginning
of the name. I apologize for minor inconsistencies.

Valladolid, April 2013



Introduction: Some Short Remarks on the
Methodology and Purpose of the Book

The reign of Theophilos (829-842), the last iconoclast emperor, has always
attracted historians of Byzantium, who tend to regard it as a crucial turning
point in the history of the empire. However, the reasons for such an assessment
are difficult to ascertain. Certainly, he enjoyed a relatively mild treatment in
the iconophile sources, at least in contrast with the demeaning accounts of his
iconoclastic forerunners, especially Leo 111, Constantine V and Leo V. These same
sources have preserved some family scenes of the emperor that render Theophilos’
figure more humane and even enable us to draw an approximate profile of his
character. A legendary halo of righteousness even surrounds Theophilos in some
later accounts.

But when we try to be more specific about his achievements and leave aside
any romanticism, we only find what seems to be a string of military defeats by the
Arabs, interspersed with some minor triumphs, and a tenuous link with the origins
of the so-called Byzantine Renaissance. Moreover, Theophilos’ posthumous fame is
usually connected with the good offices of his widow Theodora, who struggled to
preserve the memory of her husband against the thirst for retaliation of many icon
worshippers after 842 and, in order to achieve that, effectively managed her power as
regent of her infant son Michael until 855. As the story goes, she promised to enforce
a new religious policy of icon worship only in exchange for an official absolution
by the Church of her late husband. Her attitude is quite understandable, as she was
defending the continuity of the dynasty embodied by her son. Theodora knew what
kind of propaganda could be levelled against dead emperors: the second Council of
Nikaia had already launched a slanderous campaign against the iconoclast rulers of
the eighth century, virtually effacing every positive trace of their reigns and branding
them with infamous nicknames. Curiously enough, it was the iconophile Michael 11
and not his father Theophilos who was to be denigrated after his death in 867 by the
official historiography of the new Macedonian dynasty and therefore depicted as a
dissolute and incompetent drunkard.

Thus, most modern historiography has become accustomed to portraying
Theophilos in a favourable light, taking at face value the legendary account that
makes of him a righteous and learned ruler, and excusing as bad luck his apparent
military failures against the Muslims. At least this is the attitude of the only current
monograph about Theophilos, written by John H. Rosser in 1972 under the title
Theophilos the Unlucky (829/842): A Study of the Tragic and Brilliant Reign of
Byzantium s last Iconoclastic Emperor. This thesis, although not easily available,
has influenced the approach of many scholars since then, because Rosser undertook
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a thorough research of the sources and was able to build on them a consistent image
of the emperor. Warren Treadgold in his popular book The Byzantine Revival 780—
842 accepts this overall pattern and speaks of “brilliance at home” and “brilliance
abroad” when outlining the main events of his reign before the defeat of Amorion
in 838 that is said to have triggered “Theophilos’ depression”. For Treadgold,
Theophilos was also an “unlucky emperor”, and although he concedes that his
good reputation was mostly an effect of his own propaganda, he states that “if
Theophilos had reigned 50 more years, as was quite possible in view of his youth,
he might well have become one of the greatest Byzantine rulers”.! In his final
assessment of Theophilos’ career it does not matter apparently for Treadgold that
his military record could be, “to put it charitably”, as he says, “disappointing”.

In spite of the great number of studies devoted to particular aspects of
Theophilos’s reign, this contradictory assessment remains well established in
modern research. There are however several reasons that commend a reappraisal
of this image. The first has to do with the nature of the evidence. As a matter of
fact, the positive evidence linking the origins of the Byzantine Renaissance with
Theophilos is scanty, reduced in fact to the already mentioned legendary accounts
and therefore highly controversial. And it is to be expected that it will remain so
for the foreseeable future. Accordingly, Theophilos’ fame as patron of the arts and
the sciences, no matter how probable, is mostly indirectly deduced through the
historical context.

The opposite is the case when we try to assess the military abilities of the
emperor, for we can now rely on a good number of sources. However, modern
authors have in general tended to magnify the impact of the taking of the city
of Amorion in 838 by caliph Mu‘tasim, following closely the propaganda and
detailed accounts of the Arabic sources as well as the tendentious narrative of
later iconophile sources, which put the focus on the defeats of Theophilos in the
battlefield in order to counteract the effects of the dynastic propaganda. One of
our most important sources for Theophilos, the anonymous continuation of the
chronicle of Theophanes written by order of Constantine VII Porphyrogennetos,
provides the critics, so to say, with the slogan they needed, for he writes that
“[Theophilos] carried off no fitting exploits in war, but was always defeated and
returned in a manner unworthy of an emperor” (003¢ Tag &v moAép01g Avdpayabiog
KatoAMNAwg EMauPavev, AL’ fiTtnto te del kai ov Kotd Paciién DTECTPEPEY).?

A more positive verdict is possible that will bring the military record into
accord with the cultural achievements of Theophilos’ reign. This appears highly
desirable and will probably account for the posthumous fame of the emperor,
which could not be sustained just through dynastic propaganda. As a matter of
fact, it appears that Theophilos’ prestige as a ruler could not be assured in the eyes
of his contemporaries merely with a cultural programme, not even by showing
himself incorruptible, accessible to his subjects or righteous in the law court. It is

' Treadgold (1988) 328.
2 Theoph. Cont. 1.2 (87.6-8).
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to be doubted whether these attitudes could ever have mattered for the Byzantines
if they were accompanied by permanent failure in the battlefield or a financial
crisis. It is rather to be surmised that Theophilos, despite serious setbacks such as
the defeat at Amorion in 838, effectively pushed back the Arab military threat and
even won some reputation as an efficient ruler. It is upon this basis that his image
must have been built.

Another reason for writing a new study on Theophilos has undoubtedly
to do with the marked progress made in recent years in the knowledge of the
sources and the protagonists of the history of ninth-century Byzantium. Friedhelm
Winkelmann and his team of the Akademie der Wissenschaften in East Berlin
during the DDR period were pioneers in attempting a thorough review and
cataloguing of the available evidence, thus paving the way for later projects.
Books like the Quellenstudien zur herrschenden Klasse von Byzanz im 8. und 9.
Jahrhundert of 1987 or the Quellen zur Geschichte des frithen Byzanz® remain
essential references. It is upon this basis that the huge Prosopographie der mittel-
byzantinischen Zeit (PmbZ), conducted and led by Ralph-Johannes Lilie, again
at the Berliner Akademie, was made possible.* The first part (“Erste Abteilung”)
of this encyclopedia, covering the years 641 to 867, appeared between 1998 and
2001 in six volumes “nach Vorarbeiten F. Winkelmanns”. It not only provides
an exhaustive register of every single source for every single person who played
some role in the events of the time (be it an emperor or an anonymous person),
but it also makes a critical assessment of the often contradictory evidence at
hand, certainly with occasional slips, but always providing an honest and reliable
interpretation of the facts. It should also be mentioned that the first volume of this
vast enterprise, titled Prolegomena, contains a detailed study (“Quellenkunde”) of
the sources according to their nature and genres, which includes also non-Greek
texts and archeological material.

Simultaneously with the German Prosopographie, a parallel project appeared
under the auspices of King’s College, London, the Prosopography of the Byzantine
Empire I: (641-867) (PBE) edited by Robert Martindale and covering exactly the
same period.’ Although the English project is less detailed than the German, it
remains nevertheless a very useful research tool, for it is published as an electronic
database, which not only makes consultation and search easier but will also
allow for permanent updating of the entries. Finally, scholars at the University of
Birmingham produced an even more detailed register of the sources in a volume
written by two of its leading academics in the field of Byzantine Studies, Leslie
Brubaker and John Haldon.® With the title Byzantium in the Iconoclast Era (ca.
680—-850): The Sources. An Annotated Survey, this impressive study was conceived
as the introduction to the comprehensive historical study of the iconoclast period

Winkelmann (1987), Winkelmann and Brandes (1990).

Lilie et al. (1998-2001).

Martindale (2001). The project is already mentioned in PmbZ vol. 1, 304-9.
Brubaker and Haldon (2001).

[= NV S SV
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that appeared in 20117 and that has as its two main foci the socioeconomic history
and material culture, in clear contrast to the more political approach of previous
work on the period.

Allthese publications and others ofa more limited focus but no less encyclopaedic
nature® have thus provided scholars with tools and data that enable a more accurate
appraisal of the evidence. However, at the same time, they raise the bar for future
research and make it more difficult to present new results. In view of the large
amount of evidence now available, it is therefore advisable to reduce the scope
of any new study on the period in order to gain a deeper insight into the problems
involved: overviews over a long period are possible only after decades of research
and mostly conceivable only on a team basis. The main reason for this is that we
can no longer take the sources as “medieval databases”, as was necessarily the case
before these new vast projects appeared, when scholars invested most of their time
struggling with texts in search of substantive data. Now that the data as well as the
sources that convey them are known, something more is needed. This is mainly a
more careful approach to the texts that must consider the aims and scope of their
authors, the sources they used or the literary codes that unavoidably determined
their task. New information will appear mainly by taking these aspects into account.

Curiously enough, this approach has been relatively neglected by historians of
the iconoclast period. A first symptom of this is that the most detailed historical
writings that cover the reign of Theophilos, such as the chronicles of the Logothete
group and the Continuator of Theophanes, are still waiting for a critical edition.’
This neglect extends also to many hagiographies of the period, which remain
badly edited, not to speak of dozens of minor sources. Consequently, not many
monographs on single works of the period have appeared in recent times, in
contrast to the constant appearance of new studies on Byzantine texts before
the Muslim invasion or from the eleventh century onwards. However, there are
obviously exceptions to this general rule, personified mainly by the late Paul
Speck and more recently by Marie-France Auzépy, who represent two different
methodologies. Both have contributed in their way to disentangling the thicket of
fragmentary and biased reports produced by the iconophiles, which obscured to

7 Brubaker and Haldon (2011).

8 See for instance Settipani (2006) for the Armenian prosopography; Thomas
and Roggema (2009) for the Christian Arabic sources and the interaction of Islam
and orthodoxy, or http://www.doaks.org/document/hagiointro.pdf for the Dumbarton
Oaks Hagiography Database. For the Arabic sources Vasiliev (1935), (1950) remains
unsurpassed.

®  Wahlgren (2006) has edited up to now only Version A of the Logothete, but his
edition of Version B and Pseudo-Symeon are still to come. Michael Featherstone and I have
completed the edition of the Continuator for the Corpus Fontium Historiae Byzantinae, so
I have been able to profit from it for the references to this text, although the printed version
will probably appear later than the present book.
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a great extent the eventual achievements of the iconoclast emperors. It is perhaps
worth commenting briefly on their work.

Before Speck, modern historians had always avoided paying too much
attention to the most evident pieces of slander against iconoclasts produced by the
iconophiles, as their partiality was blatant. However, as the scholars did not have
an alternative version for the events, in the end they became somewhat resigned
and endorsed the general assessment of cultural and economic decay that the
iconophile propaganda had produced for the long century before the “restoration”
of icon worship in 843. Legends like the burning of the university at the time of
Leo III or even the pact of this same emperor with a Jew to start the persecution of
icons were repeated in the manuals,'® albeit with a sense of distaste and weariness,
as if these naive stories somehow reflected the general atmosphere of decadence
the iconophiles were denouncing.

Speck began scrutinizing one by one the pieces of the puzzle, and consequently
submitted many single texts to a painstaking analysis, revealing the patchwork
character of many compositions, the final result of a complex transmission
process. He detected inconsistencies and a random combination of sources, and
tried to reconstruct out of them the iconoclast perspective. He also proved that
there were a good number of forgeries behind many of the texts concerning the
iconoclast controversy. The iconophiles were in fact already used to altering or
interpolating pro-iconoclastic texts between 787 and 815 and then again after 843,
in order to hide or alter their original message. Nevertheless, they often worked
clumsily, not being able to erase all traces of the original intent of the work. After
Speck’s research, many legends and stories now found an historical explanation.

However, Speck suspected more interpolations and forgeries than was
certainly the case and occasionally went too far in his minute reconstruction of
the original texts, which was mainly hypothetical and unwarranted. Although his
intuitions were frequently sound,'" his attempt to reconstruct in every single detail
the original wording of the text under consideration was sometimes excessive
and based on a chain of petitiones principii, whose accumulation made the
whole building tremble.'? His preconception of what the text was supposed to
say (mostly guided by his vindication of iconoclast emperors against iconophile
propaganda) in fact determined his analysis, which in many instances ignored
the authorial intention and dismembered the text into a disparate series of textual
fragments. The shortcomings of this procedure had already been denounced by

10

See now Speck (1974a) for the legend about the burning of the University of
Constantinople and its decay in the iconoclastic period and Speck (1990) for the legend of
the Jew who promised Leo III a long reign if he forbade icon worship.

1 See for example Speck (1984b), (1987) and (1998).

12 The methodology is questionable, for instance, in Speck (1988) and (2002). See
Chapter 21 of this volume for a comment on Speck’s analysis of the Letter to Theophilos.
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Jakov Ljubarskij in some of his publications, where he defended the personality of
the author against the abuses of a more mechanical Quellenforschung."

A much more careful and prudent approach to the texts was needed, such
as that offered by Marie-France Auzépy during the last 15 years." Instead of
explaining out problematic data in texts by means of chance transmission and
ad hoc hypothesis, Auzépy closely scrutinizes the overall structure of the texts
under review and detects minor inconsistencies in order to prove their composite
nature. She avoids an exact explanation for every single problem she detects, but
convincingly finds a more likely historical and cultural context for the work under
review. She does not ignore the Quellenforschung, but recognizes the importance
of the author as well.

It is this middle way that we aim to follow in the present work when dealing with
pieces of evidence taken from the sources. Now, as we are not writing a succession
of monographic studies on single sources (as most of Auzépy’s studies are), but aim
to reconstruct a period out of them (as was Speck’s main purpose), it is our duty to
obtain a coherent picture from disparate sources, which can certainly be regarded
as contradicting the philological method. However, being conscious of that, we will
try not to sacrifice or to force into the overall picture the partial conclusions obtained
through the detailed analysis of the texts, thus admitting exceptions and alternative
explanations to our interpretation. As a consequence, our assessment of the period
will be less evident or, so to speak, more contradictory, but it will be richer and,
we hope, closer to the complex reality of the empire. That our conclusions will be
perhaps more open to debate is not necessarily a deficiency of this method.

On the other hand, since we aim at making a partial historical account of
Theophilos’ reign out of a relatively large number of sources, we will evidently not
be able to provide a philological analysis of all them when assessing the evidence
they bear. However, we will try at least to consider the context and intention of the
evidence given by the most important sources of the period, namely the histories
of Genesios and the Continuator of Theophanes, both written in the tenth century
during the reign of Constantine VII and at his request.'> Also important will be
works such as the Annals of Tabari, the Chronicle of Michael the Syrian and the
famous Letter to Theophilos of the three Melkite patriarchs, which will be the
main focus of analysis in separate chapters or sections of the book.'

These works, along with some other minor texts, will be quoted in the following
pages of this book and their accounts will provide more often than not the starting

13 See especially Ljubarskij (1992), (1998). See also Mullett (1992).

4 Auzépy (1997), (1999) and her collection of articles (2007).

For the relationship between these two works see Signes Codofier (1995).

For Tabarl and Michael the Syrian see especially Chapters 14—19. For Islamic
historiography see for instance Hibri (1999) and Robinson (2003). A good introduction to
the work of Michael is made by Weltecke (1997). For the Letter to Theophilos see Chapter
26 and Speck (1990) 449-534, Gauer (1994), Munitiz, Chrysostomides, Harvalia-Crook
and Dendrinos (1997).
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point for the discussion. My method will be the opposite of that followed by
Treadgold in his influential book quoted above, The Byzantine Revival: instead of
building a coherent narrative out of the data taken from the sources and relegating
to lengthy footnotes the discussion of the textual problems, I have preferred to put
the textual discussion into the main text (making of it the core of the book) and
relegating the historical conclusions to the end of the corresponding chapter or
section.'” This obviously makes reading more difficult for the average reader in
search of a coherent narrative of the period, but in exchange it provides a faithful
picture of the process by which the conclusions are gained. The reader can thus
easily check the arguments at stake for every single passage and eventually refute
them if unconvincing.

Moreover, the fact that I have always tried to let the sources speak for
themselves before proceeding to discuss the historicity of their accounts has
the advantage of preventing a good deal of unfounded speculation, because the
arguments thus remain closely bound to the texts that trigger the discussion. In
fact, the permanent reference to the sources obliges one to take them seriously and
not to discredit too quickly the information they furnish if it does not tally with our
particular reconstruction of the events: in those cases we must do our best to look
for some likely cause for the distorting version offered by a given source and not
to consider it just fanciful or legendary for no particular reason, as has too often
been the case in modern research when approaching Byzantine sources. This, 1
concede, is a difficult task, for it frequently occurs that no apparent reason for a
problematic statement emerges after a first reading. However, this book attempts
to centre the discussion in the internal logic of the sources and not only in the logic
of the scholar at work. It is my hope that the narrative of the discussion process,
however technical it may be, may nevertheless appeal to readers, especially if |
succeed in exposing the chain of facts according to their natural order and the
relevance of the sources. Obviously if the conclusions turn out to be sound, or at
least likely, the effort will have been worth it.

This procedure of presenting and discussing the sources before coming to
any conclusions takes more space than usual in books on Byzantine history, the
consequence logically being a book bulkier than I initially wished. This circumstance
has forced a selection of topics, because a comprehensive monograph on Theophilos
would have undoubtedly surpassed my own abilities and turned out to be unrealistic.
So I decided to leave out of my research essential aspects of Theophilos’ reign, such
as administration and economy (which obviously need a broader perspective, like the
one attempted in the recent book of Brubaker and Haldon),'® but also the diplomatic
exchanges with the Latin powers, the military campaigns in the west (from the
Danube frontier to Sicily), not to mention the iconoclastic controversy within the
frontiers of the empire or the building activity of the emperor (mainly attested in the

17Tt is for this reason that I have reduced to a minimum the bibliographical references
in the footnotes.
18 Brubaker and Haldon (2011).
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capital), among many other topics. Instead, I put the lens on the relationship of the
empire under Theophilos with its eastern neighbours, be they Armenians, Persians,
Arabs or even Khazars. The arrangement of the subject matter is, however, neither
purely thematic (according to the nations involved) nor chronological, but combines
both factors and perhaps requires some explanation.

The revival of iconoclasm under Leo the Armenian and Michael of Amorion,
both soldiers of the eastern frontier, as well as the regional tensions between
westerners and easterners as expressed mainly during the so-called civil war of
Thomas the Slav, will be the focus of Section I of the study, for it is against this
background that many of the events during Theophilos’ reign are better understood.
Theophilos’ interest in the east is also explained through the dominance of
Armenians at the court, an aspect that links his reign with that of his predecessor
Leo the Armenian (Theophilos saw himself as an avenger of his assassination)
rather than with his father Michael. The evidence collected will allow a detailed
prosopographical analysis of some of the most conspicuous agents of power at
the time, such as Manuel the Armenian or John the Grammarian (see Section
II). Again, the recruitment of Persians in the army since 833 was evidently a
countermeasure to check Abbasid aggressive campaigns in Anatolia (even since
the time of Thomas’s usurpation), but also explains further the development of
later campaigns. It had internal consequences for the emperor (the usurpation of
the Persian Theophobos) that are also worth considering (see Section III).

That eastern policy was a priority for the empire during Theophilos’ reign was
in the first instance a consequence of the threat posed by the Abbasids, since the
caliph Ma’min and his brother Mu‘tasim took the field as many as four times
against the empire and caused Theophilos in turn to react by personally leading
several campaigns beyond the eastern borders of Byzantine Anatolia, some of
them quite successful. The review and assessment of the main sources for these
military actions understandably constitute the longest section of the book and will
allow for a somehow improved and more detailed sequence of the events. There,
attention will also be paid to the war between Michael and Thomas (820-823),
which was a turning point in the permanent crisis between the two rival powers,
since it was in fact triggered by the personal involvement of Ma’miin in Thomas’s
usurpation (see Section IV).

The strategic importance of the Khazars, one of the main economic powers in
the Russian steppes and an important commercial partner of the Abbasid caliphate,
explains the renewed interest of the Byzantines in an alliance with them, which,
contrary to current chronology, is to be set at the beginning of Theophilos’ reign.
The shift to the Rus took place only towards 838 (see Section V).

The following section will explore the aim of the appeal addressed by the
Melkite patriarchs to Theophilos in 836 as put forward in the so-called Letter to
Theophilos, a rather problematic text that has been the subject of much controversy.
Despite the current opinion that the Melkites were at the time fervent partisans of
icon worship, we will explore the possibility that they could have tried to come
to an agreement with the emperor as a result of the recent military victories of
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Theophilos in the eastern border and of the apocalyptic prophecies that circulated
at the time and announced an impending end of the Abbasid caliphate (Section VI).

Next, the cultural exchanges with the Arabs, the so-called “road to Baghdad”,
will be our focus, for the origins of the Byzantine revival of the ninth century
are not to be explained without the contribution of the Abbasid philhellenism,
however this phenomenon may be assessed (Section VII). Finally, we will try
to balance Theophilos’ eastern policy against his image as a righteous ruler as
advanced in contemporary or later sources (see the Epilogue).

A new chronology of many of the events of Theophilos’ reign, made possible
only after painstaking analysis of the sources discussed throughout this book, is
included in an appendix at the end of the study.
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SECTION I
Prolegomena to a Reign: Internal

Conflict in the Empire under Leo V
and Michael II

It seems inappropriate to examine Theophilos’ reign without taking a look back
into some aspects of the policy of his two iconoclastic predecessors, his godfather
Leo V the Armenian (813—-820) and his father Michael II of Amorion (820-829).
It is not only a matter of explaining Theophilos’ personal relation with both of
them, the continuous and significant presence of Armenians at the imperial court
since Leo’s reign (see Chapters 3—8), or even the responsibilities Theophilos had
as young co-emperor after he was crowned by his father in 821 (see Chapter 4.1).
It is also to some momentous events in the reigns of Leo V and Michael II that
we will now direct our attention, for they will help us to understand conflicts
that later escalated or manifested themselves under Theophilos. These insights
will provide, so I hope, a valuable background for explaining some aspects of
Theophilos’ eastern policy that constitute the main focus of the present research.
We will address first the causes of the return to iconoclasm under Leo. Thus we
will consider briefly whether the renewed hostility towards icon worship could
be linked with the eastern origins of the emperor and even whether Thomas’s
uprising against Leo and Michael II was somehow triggered by the conflict over
images (Chapter 1). Then we shall explore the regional tensions between the
castern and the western parts of the empire, and, more specifically, the role played
by some nations and peoples beyond the Byzantine eastern frontier, who either
enrolled as “federates” in the army or, alternatively, supported the usurpation of
Thomas (Chapter 2).
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Chapter 1
Back to Iconoclasm!

1.1 Leo’s Seizure of Power and the Re-establishment of Iconoclasm

When in 813 Michael Rhangabe was defeated in a pitched battle in Versinikia by
the khan Krum, he fled hastily back to the capital with the remaining troops, closely
followed by the Bulgarian army. We know about the immediately ensuing events
mainly through the chronicle of the contemporary iconophile monk Theophanes.
According to him, Michael consulted Leo, “patrician and commander of the Eastern
army”, described as “pious, strenuous and resolved to any course of action” (evcefel
Kol GVOPEIOTATE Kol KOTO TAVTO TEMOMUEV®), about the measures to be taken to
defend the empire. Leo, the narrative goes, remained with the thematic army outside
the walls of Constantinople whereas the emperor entered the city. Michael apparently
wanted to abdicate and the patriarch Nikephoros was also counselling him to leave,
but his wife and some members of his staff prevented him from accomplishing his
will. However, when the generals and the population of Constantinople heard about
the emperor’s flight, they pushed Leo “to assume the government of the Christian
state”. Leo, Theophanes claims, was reluctant to make this move, for the situation
was very difficult and “he preserved himself true and loyal to the reigning emperors”
(gavTOV TPOG TOVG Paciigvoviag eLAGTTI®OV 0pBov Kol dveriBoviov). But, as the
enemy appeared before the city, Leo wrote to the patriarch Nikephoros, “giving him
assurance of his orthodoxy” (ta mepi iig Eovtod dpbodo&iag drafefarodpevog) and
asking him for his approval to seize power. He was then proclaimed “most lawful
emperor of the Romans” (évvopmtatog faciheds ‘Popaiov) before the walls of the
city, and, after entering it, was crowned by Nikephoros in Hagia Sophia.'

There follow some lines describing the siege of the city by Krum and the failed
attempt of Leo to kill him in an ambush. Theophanes next describes how Krum raided
and burnt the palace of St. Mamas and, after besieging and taking Adrianopolis,
returned home. Then the chronicle ends abruptly. Theophanes avoids giving details
of the devastation caused by the Bulgarians in the suburban area of the capital and
in neighbouring Thrace, accurately described in the contemporary chronicle of
the Scriptor Incertus,> who intersperses his account with repeated allusions to the
inactivity of Leo.? Particularly serious was the taking of the populous Adrianopolis,
whose inhabitants Krum deported to the north of the Danube, where they remained

' Theoph. 502-503 (AM 6305).

2 Scrip. Inc. 344.4-347.11.

3 Scrip. Inc. 346.1.2: 6 Aéov tiig mOAemg ovK £ENADev; 346.22: 00dE Tiig TOAE®G
€ENAOev; 347.9-10: ovte adTOg EENADEV Thig TOAE®G.
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until the reign of Theophilos.* But Theophanes mentions it only in passing, in the very
last sentence of his work. Did he feel uncomfortable by then with the course of events?

In any case, it was only the sudden death of Krum on 14 April 814, while he
was preparing a final assault against Constantinople, that put a provisory end to
the Bulgarian offensive.’ Leo then appointed a committee in the imperial palace
apparently to compile an iconoclastic florilegium, which would lend support to his
iconoclastic views. The clash with the icon worshippers and patriarch Nikephoros
took place in December 814 and ended with the deposition of patriarch Nikephoros
on the first day of Lent 815 and the summoning of an iconoclastic council by the
new patriarch Theodotos after Easter.°

Theophanes probably wrote the final section of his chronicle before the death
of Krum, for he does not mention this event at all, although it could have made
a good conclusion to his work. Moreover, Theophanes certainly completed his
narrative before the end of 814, when Leo assembled an iconoclastic committee
at the imperial palace and thus resumed a policy against icon worship. After that
date, Leo could not have been described as orthodox by the iconophile chronicler,
who rallied support against the iconoclasts and was exiled alongside Nikephoros
by the same emperor whom they had supported in 813. It is natural to infer that
both men already felt utterly disappointed by Leo in 815.7

However, we must not necessarily follow the iconophile sources of the ninth
century, which depict the promotion of iconoclasm by Leo since 814 as proof of
his hypocrisy and deceitfulness, as if the emperor had always been an adherent
of iconoclasm and “seized the very next opportunity to initiate an iconoclastic
program™ after Krum and the Bulgarians were defeated. Could it also be that
Leo was in fact a trustworthy and faithful adherent of Michael and a pious icon
worshipper, as Theophanes depicted him in his chronicle? We enter here the
realm of conjecture, for nobody can be sure of an emperor’s personal or religious
feelings and sympathies, especially if he had no Michael Psellos at his side to
depict his character. But we must not take it for granted that the emperor was
always a disguised iconoclast who kept concealed from all his true intention to
restore iconoclasm before he gained power. Why not suppose that the support he
gave to the iconoclasts since 814 was not a result of his personal stance but of
the circumstances of power? Has not pragmatism always been one of the main

4 See Chapter 20.1 for the return of the Byzantine exiles during the reign of Theophilos.
For the war against Krum in Leo’s reign, see Sophoulis (2012) 245-64.

5 For more details about the beginning of Leo’s reign see Treadgold (1988) 200-214.

¢ Alexander (1958) 111-35.

7 Mango and Scott (1997) Lvi—LviL. It is to be taken into account that Theophanes may
not have written in person the final section of the chronicle, for he contracted kidney disease
in 809-810 and was bedridden to the end of his life. On the other hand, if his chronicle, hostile
to iconoclasm, could not have been published before 842, it remains unexplained why its final
section was not modified by then. For that see again Mango and Scott (1997) Lx1—LxiL.

8 Alexander (1958) 126.
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motives behind every ruler’s decision, as when Henry IV of France converted to
Catholicism in 1593 in order to preserve his throne? As Brubaker and Haldon put
it, “we should not assume that pragmatism and ideological conviction are somehow
mutually exclusive”.’ Let us explore the possibility that Leo was not the furious
iconoclast depicted by iconophile propaganda. This can eventually shed some light
on his tragic end and the ensuing war that divided the empire into two halves.

Michael was a fervid adherent of icon worship and also probably responsible
for dismissing many of Nikephoros’ soldiers because of their iconoclastic
leanings.!® But Leo, whom Nikephoros had banished after 808 for taking part in
Arsaber’s uprising, was released by Michael from his exile and enrolled amongst
the staff-bearers of the palace before being appointed general of the Anatolikoi."
Perhaps Leo artfully concealed his true religious feelings in order to make progress
through the army, but it is also conceivable that he earned his post not only for
his military competence but also for other personal qualities the pious Michael
Rhangabe appreciated in the men of his entourage.

Moreover, if we consider Leo’s family entourage, we find many icon
worshippers among them, who even corresponded with the Stoudites. As we will
see in Chapter 3, Leo was closely related to the family of Bardanes the Turk,
whose members all seem to be iconophiles. Bardanes’s daughter and Leo’s cousin
Eirene had a close relationship with Theodore Stoudites, as did also the sister of
the empress Theodosia, the protospatharia Albaneka. A Stoudite monk was sent to
negotiate the surrender to Michael II of Gregory Pterotos, cousin of Leo, during
the civil war."> Leo’s own wife Theodosia returned to icon worship after Leo’s
death, as revealed in a letter from Theodore Stoudites.!* One or even two of Leo’s
sons were tonsured as monks after the fall of their father and were remembered
for their orthodoxy and piety to the point that their candidature for the patriarchate
was even taken into consideration after icon worship was restored.' Finally, Leo’s
own mother supposedly tried to convince her son to abandon iconoclasm.'s

It is also significant that when Leo sought supporters in his seizure of power, he
did not limit himself to the generals and the mob, which, according to Theophanes,
urged him to lead the empire, but gave to patriarch Nikephoros guarantees of his
orthodoxy.'® These guarantees must not be taken as evidence of the mistrust Leo

®  Forarecent and appealing overview of the causes that led Leo V back to iconoclasm

see Brubaker and Haldon (2011) 366-72 and 3824, where they consider a variety of
complementary factors.

10" According to the plausible interpretation of Alexander (1958) 114-22.

' Th. Cont. 1.4 (11.3-12.14).

12 Turner (1990) 186.

13 Theod. Stoud., Letters, nr. 538.

4 Th. Cont. II.1 (41.1-2) and Gen. IV.18 (70.90-71.71.3).

5 Th. Cont. 1.23 (36.12-37.3).
This version is supported by the Scrip. Inc. 340.15-341.3, where it is said that Leo
signed this written pledge of orthodoxy before his crowning: npdtepov momoag idtdyelpov
HETO TAV oLV 0T pndémote Kot Tig EKKANGiog yevéshat 1 Topacaiedoat Tt TOV KOADG
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inspired in the ecclesiastical authorities of the time. On the contrary, since the
pious Michael gave these same guarantees to patriarch Nikephoros, it seems that
Leo was probably following here his example in order to gain the support of
the patriarch at a moment of crisis. Nikephoros was certainly not only a strong
personality but also an important ally, whose active backing Leo urgently needed
to assure his power.

There is no reason to suppose that Leo signed half-heartedly the written
pledge of orthodoxy or that he concealed his real iconoclastic feelings from the
patriarch for tactical reasons. The Scriptor Incertus accuses Leo of being a liar
for not having respected his written oath (6mep 0Ok £pvlatev yevotng Gv) and a
chameleon (yaparéovta) for having changed his mind."” The first point suggests
that Leo lied when he signed the pledge of orthodoxy, but this appears to be just
an inference made from the undisputed fact of his later adherence to iconoclasm.
More revealing is his comparison with a chameleon, for it implies that Leo changed
and adapted to circumstances.'®

In the Life of Nikephoros it is stated that when Leo was proclaimed emperor
by the troops, Nikephoros demanded that he sign a confession of faith, but the
emperor postponed its signing until after his coronation and then refused to do
s0." Such a refusal by Leo not only contradicts the version of Theophanes and
the Scriptor incertus, closer to the events, but appears highly unlikely, for Leo
could not risk provoking Nikephoros on the eve of his crowning. Moreover,
Theophanes would have noticed the refusal at such a critical moment. This
version of events was probably concocted by the patriarch after his exile in order
to prove Leo’s duplicity and justify his initial support of the emperor.?® If Leo
ever refused to sign a topog of orthodoxy sent by the patriarch, it would be long
after his coronation when he started his iconoclastic policy. There is therefore no
reason to reconcile both versions.?!

€1g a1V 0plobévimv Yo TV Gyiev matépwv iepdv doyudtmv. See also Log. (A) Leon V
[128] 1 (210.3-4): otepheic Ko Nikneopov matpiipyov, Pefardcog avtov yyphems Tept
TG €avtod opbodoiag.

7 Scrip. Inc. 341.3-7.

18 Georg. Mon. 781.23 compares Leo again with a chameleon, but this time he stresses
the duplicity and deceitfulness of the emperor. For the slanderous epithets given to Leo by
iconophile sources see Signes Codofier (1994) 362—6.

19 TIgnatios, Life of Nikephoros 163.26-164.7. Th. Cont. 1.17 (29.2-7) and Gen. 1.22
(20.2-9) are clearly dependent on this passage.

20 Turner (1990) 197-200, Signes Codoiier (1995) 130 and Pratsch (1999a) 131. In
Signes Codoiier (2002) 392-3 I wrongly concluded that Leo could never have yielded to
the demands of the patriarch.

21 Bury (1912) 56-57 and Treadgold (1988) 199 and note 266 try to reconcile both
versions considering that Leo first sent a written confession of faith to Nikephoros but
refused later to sign a prepared statement of orthodoxy brought to him by a delegation of
bishops before the crowning in the name of the patriarch. No single source refers to two
different pledges of faith.
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It thus appears that Leo began his reign as an orthodox iconophile but later
changed his mind and re-established iconoclasm.?? Why did he change at all? There
were of course practical considerations in his decision to revert to iconoclasm, for
victory against the enemy was usually considered a clear sign of the legitimacy
of the creed. The victories of the Isaurian emperors and their long reigns are
mentioned again and again in the sources as a motive behind Leo’s decision, taken
after the sudden death of Krum.”? However, it would be wrong to infer that this
was a personal decision, based on religious doubts or self-imposed questions.*
In fact, these sources refer to various stories where persons of Leo’s entourage
develop different strategies (including prophecies) for pushing the emperor to
ban icons. John the Grammarian figures prominently among them. These names,
however, tell us little about the sectors of the population or the administration
that eventually forced a comeback of iconoclasm. The circumstances of the first
months of Leo’s government shed some light on the process.

With the capital surrounded by the hostile forces of the Bulgarians, the army
and the populace turned out to be the main support for Leo. The iconoclast soldiers,
who had opened Constantine V’s grave during the Balkan campaign of Michael
Rhangabe in order to plead for his help,” probably continued to stir unrest in the
capital with the understanding, if not the help, of a part of the population, maybe
traders and the demoi of the hippodrome.?® As Thomas Pratsch has proved, some
senators were also among the first supporters of Leo’s return to iconoclasm.?” This
may explain why the population cried from the city walls “the cross has won”
when they saw Krum fleeing on horseback after having been attacked in an ambush
prepared by the Byzantines during a parley held before them.”® Again, that Leo
crowned his son Symbatios with the name of Constantine on 25 December 813,
when the Bulgarian threat was already present, was surely a first concession to the
partisans of the Isaurian dynasty, most probably soldiers who were longing for a
revival of past victories.” But it did not necessarily mean at the time a first step

22 Contrary to Treadgold (1988) 199, who thinks that “From the start Leo was thinking
of reintroducing Iconoclasm.” This has some consequences for assessing the personality of
Theophilos himself, as Leo was Theophilos’ godfather before he came to power in 813.
This explains the reasons Theophilos had for punishing Leo’s murders. As we shall see in
Chapter 3.2, no source connects this measure with the iconoclast controversy.

3 Scrip. Inc. 349.1-18, Th. Cont. 1.15-16 (26.9-28.15) and Gen. 1.13 (10.20-11.59).

2 See Treadgold (1988) 2078 for an approach of this kind, based mainly on Scrip. Inc.

% Theoph. 501, trans. Mango and Scott (1997) 684.

Nikephoros, Apologeticus in PG 100, col. 556 mentions the demoi of the
hippodrome, a faction of the church, the people of the theatre (mimes), street merchants
(for whom he uses very harsh words) and soldiers as followers of the iconoclasts. For an
interpretation of the passage see Alexander (1958) 116. See also Whittow (1996) 145-6 and
151 for the support of iconoclasm among the population of Constantinople.

27 Pratsch (1998) 208-14.

B Scrip. Inc. 343.21: xai avéxpagev 6 Mg Amod TdV TE MV ‘0 6TavpOg EVIKNoEV .

2 Kresten (1981) 80-81 and 94-95. See also Brubaker and Haldon (2011) 382—4.



18 The Emperor Theophilos and the East, 829842

towards re-establishing iconoclasm, as it was understood by the Scriptor incertus.*
It was just a symbolic measure conceived to encourage resistance in hard times.

Nevertheless, these iconoclastic sectors in the capital could have pushed
the emperor to take the first moves against icon worship, although the sources
naturally make Leo wholly responsible for the process and the senators only play
the role of accomplices. If the emperor wanted to tackle the danger and a possible
defection of a sector of the Constantinopolitan population, it was necessary to
approach these active iconoclasts and win them to his cause. A compromise with
them was necessary.

When the danger of the Bulgarians disappeared after the death of Krum on 14
April 814 and the ensuing victory of Leo over the Bulgarians near Mesembria,*!
Leo sought to establish an agreement in the Church between icon worshippers
and iconoclasts. That he actually changed sides is claimed by the Continuator and
Genesios, who explain the process of conversion of Leo to iconoclasm through the
intrigues of Theodotos Melissenos, nicknamed Kassiteras, who was soon to replace
Nikephoros as patriarch.* It is significant that Theodotos was the offspring of an
influential family of Armenian descent, the Melissenoi.** His father was Michael
Melissenos, who was appointed by Constantine V in 766 to rule as strategos of
the theme of the Anatolikoi. The Isaurian emperor was in fact Theodotos’s uncle,
for Michael Melissenos had married the sister of his wife Eudokia.** Theodotos
acted at the time as a mere representative of the senatorial circles, for he was
protasekretis and spatharokandidatos, his ensuing nomination as patriarch in
815 being probably the political consequence of his services to the emperor.*® In
any event, Leo’s iconoclasm could well have been a tactical move prompted by
political considerations and does not necessarily represent a personal religious
belief deliberately concealed from his former protectors and church authorities
and only revealed after his seizure of power.

The hagiographical sources depict Leo discussing icon worship with the
champions of icons and trying to find a common basis for an agreement.
Understandably the sources stress the coercion used by the emperor in order to
force the agreement and also denounce his false arguments. But even behind the
propagandawe cansometimes discernthe emperortryingto promoteacompromise.®’

30 Serip. Inc. 346.2-12.

3 Th. Cont. .13 (24.9-25.19) and Gen. 1.12 (10.4-19).

32 Th. Cont. .11 (22.10-23.18), 15-16 (27.3-28.15) and Gen. 1.9 (8.64-9.83), 13
(11.32-59).

33 Settipani (2006) 77 and 492-505.

3 Pratsch (1999b) 148-50.

3 Pratsch (1999b) 150-51.

3 As the cases of Tarasios, Nikephoros and later Photios show, it was customary in the
ninth century to appoint as patriarchs civil servants in the imperial administration.

37 Brubaker and Haldon (2011) 368—72 underline that Leo proposed to introduce a
relatively mild form of iconoclasm and that he did so presenting himself as arbitrator of an
ongoing debate.
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Interesting, for example, is a well-known passage of the Scriptor Incertus, where
Leo discusses the issue with the patriarch:

Around the month of December [814] Leo reveals to the patriarch that “the
people take offence at the images for they say that we are wrong in worshipping
them and because of this the barbarians rule over us. “Acquiesce”, he says, “a
little, exercise dispensation (oikovopiov) for the people and let us take away

these images that are (hanging) low”.

It is clear that the emperor was trying to convince the prelates of the Church
that a certain degree of appeasement of the most radical iconoclasts was convenient
in order to avoid further troubles. As a first step, he suggested the removal of
icons hanging low on church walls in order to avoid proskynesis. The use of the
word oikovopia in this context is very revealing of the emperor’s intentions. His
policies, however, failed, for patriarch Nikephoros refused any compromise and
even challenged the authority of the emperor.** Thus the conflict evolved and
escalated, ending finally with the deposition and banishment of the patriarch.

Who were the persons urging Leo to re-establish an iconoclast policy in
the Empire? The Life of Nikephoros mentions six members of Leo’s committee
charged with the drawing up of the iconoclastic florilegium: two senators (John
Spektas and Eutychianos), the bishop Antonios of Sylaion, the monks Leontios
and Zosimas and, last but not least, the lector John the Grammarian, who was an
Armenian like Leo himself and is generally considered the éminence grise behind
the emperor’s plans.*” Some other names can be added, including Theodotos
Kassiteras, who was appointed patriarch after Nikephoros.

These names, however, tell us little about the social forces behind the iconoclasts
or the actual reasons that moved Leo and his entourage to again put in force a ban
on icons. It must be presumed that the crisis provoked by the successive defeats of
Nikephoros I in 811 and Michael I in 813, both at the hands of the Bulgarian khan
Krum, re-opened regional tensions as many sectors of the army all over the empire
probably made icon worship responsible for the last military fiascos. We must
take into account the traditional connection between iconoclasm and the armies at
the time or, to put it differently, between victory in the battlefield and orthodoxy
in the faith, as is rightly described in the Scriptor Incertus when explaining the
circumstances that pushed Leo V to embrace iconoclasm. The question now is
whether, when Leo decided to revert to iconoclasm after Krum’s death, he was

38

Scrip. Inc. 352.11-16: Koi mepi tov AgképPprov pijva oniol tov matpiapyny 0 Aéov
6t 6 Aaog okavdoliletar d1d TaG EIKOVOG, AEyovteg OTL KaK®G 0OTAG TPOCKLVODLEY Kol
6t S TodTo Kad T EBv KuplevovoY MUV Kol cuyKatdfa, enot, Ti Kpov, kol Toincov
oikovotiav 410 TOv Aadv, kai ta younia ceptédmpev. See note S0 below for icons hanging
high on the walls.

3 See Pratsch (1999a) 138-42.

40 Alexander (1958) 127.
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urged by the unrest among the supporters of iconoclasm at Constantinople, as we
suggested above, or considered as well the influence of the iconoclasts in other
regions of the Empire. Particularly, and considering the military career of Leo in
eastern Anatolia, it must be considered whether iconoclast sympathies of the army
at the Arab frontier carried some weight in determining his religious policy.

1.2 Iconoclasm in Anatolia

This leads us to the thorny question of the “geography of iconoclasm”. The old
assumption that iconoclasm had supporters mainly in the eastern regions of Anatolia,
from whence came Leo Il and Leo V, whereas the population of the western part
of the empire, mainly the Balkans and Italy, followed a more conciliatory stance
towards icons, has long been been abandoned as over-simplified.*' It is now
accepted that although Islamic and Judaic “iconophobia” might have influenced
the attitude towards images of every nature among eastern Christians in the Middle
East,* the appearance of iconoclasm in the empire is an unrelated or independent
phenomenon.* Accordingly, the ultimate reason for the crisis lay in the internal
contradictions of the Christian tradition regarding images of Divinity. Brubaker and
Haldon have recently made an extensive and detailed review of the old and new,
general and concrete circumstances that led to the outbreak of the crisis, so that it
does not appear necessary to review this evidence here.*

In any case, it must be emphasized that the regional distribution of supporters
and enemies of icon worship had therefore nothing to do with the proximity to
Islamic territory. If we follow the text of the Life of Stephen the Younger, the
iconophiles found refuge from the iconoclast policy of Constantinople in
peripheral regions not only of the west, like southern Italy and Dalmatia, but also
of the east, in territories bordering the Arabic lands like eastern Pontos, Cyprus or
the southern Anatolian coast.” Certainly, these were not necessarily areas where
an iconophile tradition was especially strong, but simply areas where imperial

4 See specially Ahrweiler (1977), Thierry (1998b) and Auzépy (2004) 135-43.

2 In Signes Codofier (2013¢) I try to prove that the situation of icon worship among
the Melkites appears more complex than is generally assumed, so we must admit the
presence of icon worshippers along with partisans, if not of iconoclasm proper, at least of
aniconic views.

4 See however Crone (1980) for a balanced assessment of this influence considered
from an historical perspective. It is upon this eastern influence that the iconophile
propaganda based its accusations of philo-islamism and philo-judaism of the iconoclasts.
Most of them took the form of legends and stories without much reliability. For a general
overview of some of these texts see for example Speck (1990). Highly recommended is a
reading of the contributions collected in Auzépy (2007).

4 See especially Brubaker and Haldon (2011) 50-66, 89—143.

4 Life of Stephen the Younger §28, trans. Auzépy (1997) 218-21 (with detailed notes
on the places named).
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iconoclastic authority could not be implemented and which perhaps provided
asylum for iconophile monks. Only in the case of Cyprus, which at the time
formed a sort of condominium between Byzantium and the caliphate, do we find
evidence for the existence of a continuous local tradition favouring icon worship.*
In other regions the question is more debatable. For example, in the Aegean, many
churches with iconoclastic decoration have been preserved, as the special case
of Naxos makes evident.”’ This discredits the old theory that the rebellion of the
Hellas and the Cyclades fleet against Leo III in 727 had something to do with the
defence of the icons.*

It is with all these arguments in mind that we must approach the possibility that
the iconoclast presence in the armies of Anatolia grew as a result of the continuous
warfare against the Arabs during the victorious reigns of the Isaurian emperors in
the eighth century. In fact, if the iconophiles fled to peripheral regions where the
authority of the Empire was less evident, this was certainly not the case for regions
like Chaldia, Cappadocia or Isauria, where the authority of the central government
and the armies was continuously present, for they were border areas crucial for the
defence of Anatolia.

However, it is difficult to find evidence of the iconoclast sympathies of the
soldiers of these areas. Cappadocia is not an exception,*’ for the aniconic churches
preserved in its territory are difficult to date because of the schematic character of
the motifs used. Moreover, the general absence of icons and the multiplication of
crosses in all these Cappadocian churches (as well as the lack of any decoration
at all) does not suffice to characterize them as iconoclastic in the proper sense of
the term (referring to the iconoclastic period), and it simply confirms that a cult of
the cross (stavrophilia) was well established in the region long before the arrival
of iconoclasm. This only confirms that iconoclasts did not need to exert much
pressure against local traditions when trying to implement their doctrines.

On the other hand, decorative images can coexist with geometric figures
without this denying the basic iconoclast character of some buildings. In fact, most
of the literary sources, mainly based on iconophile propaganda, depict a distorted
and rigid image of iconoclasm that does not match well with the archaeological
findings and can only be corrected through the minute analysis of a handful of texts

4 Cameron (1992).

47 See Vasilaki (1962—1963), Christides (1984) 128-33, Malamut (1988) 21618, 568,
Chatzidakis, Drandakis, Zias, Acheimastou-Potamianou and Vasilaki-Karakatsani (1989),
especially the contributions of Zias (1989) and Acheimastou-Potamianou (1989), Brubaker
and Haldon (2001) 25-8 and Mitsani (2004-2006) 395-6 (with further bibliography in
Greek).

*  Nikephoros, Short Hist. §60 says that the inhabitants of the region rebelled,
“disapproving as they did of this impiety” (o0 mpociépevol t0 dvocéfnua), but Theoph.
405, trans. Mango and Scott (1997) 560 only says that they revolted against Leo “moved
by divine zeal”. See Ahrweiler (1977) 23, Auzépy (2004) 136 and Brubaker and Haldon
(2011) 80-81.

4 For Isauria see Thierry (1998b) 664-6.
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preserving iconoclastic credo or practice.* Finally, the existence of images in some
Cappadocian churches of the iconoclast period does not question the adherence to
iconoclasm of the armies settled in the region, but, at most, just proves the existence
of a monastic community in the area which was somehow resistant to official
iconoclasm. The purpose and uses of the individual churches must be taken into
consideration in order to come to a conclusion. Under these circumstances it comes
as no surprise that no consensus has been reached about the impact and extent of
iconoclasm in Cappadocia during the eighth and ninth centuries.*'

However it may seem, the fact remains that Cappadocia has preserved
approximately half of the 50 buildings attributed to the iconoclast period on the
basis of their decoration.> This high number may certainly have to do with the
particular favourable conditions for the preservation of churches and buildings in
Cappadocia, for most of them were built into the rocks. However, there are many
churches where crosses have been replaced by images, marking an abandonment
of aniconic representation that may indicate a transition to icon worship. This is
the case with a spectacular recent finding in a little chapel near Koron, the ancient
capital of theme and see of the military headquarters.*® There, two mounted soldiers
(identified by inscriptions as the scribon Leo and the tourmarches Michael) are
depicted piercing with their lances a figure of a devil with a lion head. This image,
dating perhaps to the end of the ninth century (if not later) and reflecting a local
cult of fallen soldiers (although the figures are not provided with a nimbus), has
been painted over a geometric cross under an arcade. Beyond this particular case
the relegation of the omnipresent cross from Cappadocian churches is already an
accomplished fact in the tenth century, with the exception of the victory cross,
which continued to be very popular among the soldiers at the time of the Byzantine
re-conquest, in a period of open worship of icons.*

50 See again Haldon and Brubaker (2011) 144-51, 212-34, 294-356, 411-47 for a
review of the artisanal production of the period of iconoclasm and the problems related to
its dating. The authors emphasize throughout the book that only the worship of holy icons
was condemned by the iconoclasts, but this does not mean that images were not accepted
or even promoted by them under different circumstances. Accordingly, we know that Leo
111 did not fail to erect an image of the apostles, the prophets and the cross (ibid. 102-3,
128-35) or that during the second iconoclasm images were accepted that were put high on
the walls of the churches (ibid. 38082, 412—13).

31 See Epstein (1977), Thierry (1980), (1982), (1998a) 8927, (2002) 135-42 and
Jolivet-Lévy (1991) 3357, (1997) 37-41.

52 Brubaker and Haldon (2001) 25. The authors consider (ibid. 4-5) that historical
circumstances make it particularly unlikely that Cappadocia was the centre of an extensive
artisanal activity during the iconoclast period. This makes identification of artistic trends in
comparison with other areas even more difficult.

53 Thierry (2009). I will deal again with this image in Chapter 5.4 in relation to the
akrites soldiers.

% This type of “nicephoric” cross, introduced first by Leo III, was usually inscribed
either with ‘Incodg Xpotog vikd or év todTe vika. It continued to be used after 843 but
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Moreover, we do not have many literary sources that could confirm a special
adherence of Cappadocia to iconoclasm. The most important testimony is provided
by Arethas of Patras, bishop of Kaisareia, who laments at the beginning of the tenth
century the persistence of iconoclasm among the inhabitants of the region. Also
interesting is the case of the Life of Eudokimos, born in Cappadocia and raised
in Constantinople, who died at Charsianon while holding a military command
during the reign of Theophilos.*® Apparently Eudokimos did not accomplish any
miracle before his death and represents, as Marie-France Auzépy proved, the
model of an iconoclast saint, a man living in the world but concerned about his
neighbours’ spiritual and material welfare, the reversal of monkish withdrawal.>’
It is significant that the body of Eudokimos was transferred to the capital after his
death, where he was object of cult until the thirteenth century. Does this prove the
popularity of the local saint among his fellow soldiers at the capital?

Be this as it may, although iconoclasts may well have had an important presence
in the eastern border of the empire, as is perhaps proved by the case of Cappadocia,
they do not appear to have risen in arms against any iconophile emperor between
787 and 813. Moreover, when Bardanes the Turk, Leo’s first sponsor and relative,
rebelled in 803 against Nikephoros I, he acted for reasons other than the issue of
icons, for he was a pious icon worshipper.*® Again, when the chronicler Theophanes
criticized Nikephoros and recorded his “ten vexations” of 809—-810,* he did it again
as a partisan of images. It appears then that there were other factors and reasons
more important than images that orientated the “political” parties in the Empire.
Regional tensions between the provinces appear as a likely reason for conflict. In
fact Nikephoros, in his first vexation recorded by Theophanes, “removed Christians
from all the themata and ordered them to proceed to the Sklavinias after selling their
states”, thus causing no minor source of discontent among the population. Leo, who
seized power barely three years after this measure, was probably expected by the
provincials to somehow change things.

However, Leo, as an inexperienced politician, probably became involved in
the politics of the imperial capital, where he remained for many months after
his seizure of power. Forced by circumstances and the pressure of the army and
the population, he re-introduced iconoclasm as the official doctrine. He surely
miscalculated this move, considering that he could implement some form of
iconoclasm after appealing to the iconophiles for a compromise. But he met
with stubborn opposition from some sectors of the Church, led by the patriarch
Nikephoros, who did not comply with his wishes. The council of Nikaia II had

devoid of its iconoclast connotations. For details see Cheynet (1992).

55 Arethas, Scripta Minora, nr. 7, 75-81.

6 PmbZ#1640 with further bibliography. The metraphrastic Life was edited by Loparev
(1893). Loparev (1908) contains a later reworking made by Constantine Akropolites.

57 See Sevéenko (1977) 127 and Auzépy (1992).

8 Theoph. 479-80 and Th. Cont. I.1-3 (6.13-10.19).

%% Theoph. 4868, trans. Mango and Scott (1997) 667-9.
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given official status to the “iconophile party” and it could not be dismantled as
easily as before 787. Consequently a new crisis broke out without the previous
regional tensions being resolved. Thus Leo felt obliged to resort increasingly to
violence and repression of the dissident icon worshippers as he realized that he
could not oblige them to accept his compromise policy concerning the icons.®

However, Leo’s cruelty and harshness were not necessarily just a result of his
persecution of dissident iconophiles. In the histories and chronicles these qualities
appear in fact connected with his duties as ruler. The Continuator characterizes
thus Leo’s government:

This success [the victory against the Bulgarians] rendered him yet bolder and
more audacious and brought out his innate cruelty. For he made no distinction
between great and minor offences but passed one and the same sentence against
all who were apprehended on whatever charge: the cutting off of a vital limb
and its exhibition, suspended in the sight of all. These deeds instilled pity in all
men for those who carried them out but hatred and abject loathing for Leo. For
by exercising his inborn ferocity in unbridled and in no wise restrained fashion,
indisposed toward any mildness, mercilessly abasing the nature of his fellow
men, he reaped the reward of enmity, not friendship.®’

This portrait of Leo’s government may reflect the severity of a provincial
soldier ruling in the capital and trying to assert himself against potential enemies.
Either a rude character or an increasing sense of isolation may suffice to explain
the harshness of the measures taken by Leo against offenders. Icon worship does
not seem to play any role in that. Moreover, it is significant that Leo’s sense of
justice was mentioned and his political competence acknowledged, even by such
a foe as the patriarch Nikephoros.®

These same sources mention how Leo “through his own efforts raised up
cities everywhere in Thrace and Macedonia from the foundations” and record his
campaigns in Thrace. Certainly, no word is said about the emperor’s interest in
eastern affairs. It is, however, hazardous to connect this lack of evidence with the
support the Anatolian provinces gave to the rebellion of Thomas the Slav, since it
was only under Michael of Amorion that Thomas’s usurpation extended all over
Anatolia, as we shall see in Chapter 2.2. In any case, the Continuator and Genesios
record that Thomas the Slav, after invading Anatolia, gained the support of the
population by distributing among the common people the revenues of the taxes.®

% For a detailed list of the hagiographic sources with the data they provide about Leo
see PmbZ #4244 esp. 676-8. See also PBE s.v. ‘Leo 15°.

¢ Th. Cont. I.14 (25.20-26.8). The same accusations appear in Gen. I.15 (13.83-91),
who clearly dissociates Leo’s harshness from the persecution of the iconophiles.

¢ Th. Cont. .19 (30.6-31.6) and Gen. .16 (14.11-15.43) and 1.23 (21.34-38). See
Signes Codofier (1995) 13740 and Chapter 24.

% Th. Cont. II.11 (53.6-9) and Gen. 1.2 (23.90-93).
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Nevertheless, the fact that some sources present Thomas the Slav as a defender of
icon worship merits discussion in full before we come to a final conclusion as to
the actual significance of the conflict about icons at the time.

1.3 Thomas’ Icon Worship, and the Melkite Patriarch of Antioch

Only two sources connect Thomas the Slav with icon worship: the anonymous
Acta of David, Symeon and George and the Life of St. Theodore Stoudites by
Michael Stoudites. In both of them Thomas “pretended to be” or “was said to
be” a supporter of icons.* That Thomas actually defended icons is also consistent
with his assumption of the personality of Constantine VI mentioned in Michael’s
letter to Louis the Pious and the histories of the Continuator and Genesios. Even
more important is the fact, also reported by the Continuator and Genesios, that
the Melkite patriarch of Antioch, Job, crowned Thomas emperor. This episode
deserves perhaps closer attention, as Antioch lay in the caliphate and his patriarch
was outside the emperor’s authority.

According to the Continuator and Genesios, when Thomas had already begun
his uprising against Michael, the Arabs took the opportunity to make some inroads
into the eastern part of the empire. Thomas then invaded the Saracens’ country in
order to confront these attacks. He forced the invaders to conclude a peace treaty
and make an alliance with him, promising them that he would abandon the Roman
borders and put control of the borders in their hands.* Here the Continuator adds:
“Whereupon he was not unsuccessful in his purpose, but received the crown and
was proclaimed emperor by Job®” who then held the see of Antioch.” Genesios
is a bit more precise: “Having thus made a treaty with the Agarenoi, with the
knowledge of their leader (gidnog1 10D adT®V dpyyod)®® he was crowned emperor
by the Patriarch Job of Antioch.”

Obviously the crowning of Thomas in Antioch was not possible without the
caliph’s knowledge and consent, but it is difficult to ascertain whether the move
was planned by Thomas or by the caliph himself, who, after this arrangement took
place, should have provided the Byzantine rebel, according to both historians,

4 Acta Davidis, 232.12—13: mpocmolodpsvog kol tédv opOdv gival Soyudtov eolad

Kol T@Vv ayiov eikovov tpookovntg. Life of St. Theodore in PG 99, col. 320A: The emperor
Michael summoned the iconophile leaders to Constantinople 6w tod pn mpoopvijval
Twag ovTdV Tf) 100 Ooud cvpepatpio kaboTL EAEYETO TAG lepag eikovag amodéyecbal te
K01 TPOGKVVETV.

8 Letter to Louis 476.15-17, Th. Cont. I1.10 (51.14-17) and Gen. I1.4 (25.60-26.69).
See Chapter 2 for the alternative versions provided by these texts about the outbreak of the
civil war.

% Th. Cont. I.12 (54.8-23) and Gen. I1.2 (24.7-15).

¢ The text of the manuscript reads Taxop, but it must be corrected to THP, the reading
found in Gen. and Scyl.

% Kaldellis (1998) 29 translates “with the concurrence of their leader”.
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with many troops. In other words, was Thomas’ rebellion the result of a Byzantine
internal strife later supported by the Arabs, as both Byzantine historians sustain,
or was Thomas used by the caliph as a puppet emperor in order to take hold of the
eastern part of the empire?

This last possibility is suggested by Michael the Syrian. In his report about
Thomas’ rebellion Michael initially says nothing about a crowning of Thomas by any
patriarch when Ma’ min supported the rebel in 819 after his arrival at Baghdad.® But
many pages later, when the author speaks about the invasion of Cilicia by Ma’miin
at the beginning of Theophilos’ reign, we read a curious account:

Al-Ma’miin went to Cilicia. A Roman, who pretended to be of imperial stock,
went to his encounter and demanded the caliph to appoint him emperor. Al-
Ma’miin gave welcome to the words of this forger. He ordered Job, patriarch of
the Chalcedonians of Antioch, to consecrate him as emperor, for he had been told
that no emperor was elected without the patriarch. Having recited the prayers
upon him, he put on him a crown whose gold and precious stones were worth
three thousand dinars. When the people of Constantinople heard about that, the
bishops assembled and excommunicated the poor Job his co-religionist.”

This piece of information is evidently misplaced in the narrative of Michael, for
there was no rebel supported by Ma’miin against Theophilos. It must be Thomas
again, but apparently Michael’s source did not mention his name or the year of his
uprising during Ma’min’s reign, so that the chronicler put the information in the
wrong place without identifying the man as Thomas. According to this version, it
was Ma’miin who devised all the strategy about the crowning of Thomas using
his ascendancy over the patriarch as a way of creating a rival emperor to the one
sitting at Constantinople.

This compliance of an eastern patriarch with the caliph’s will is corroborated
by the Arab Annals of Eutychios, Melkite patriarch of Alexandria (c. 933/935-
940). He tells us how this same patriarch Job accompanied Ma’miin’s successor
Mu‘tasim in his campaign against Asia Minor in 838:

Afterwards Mu‘tasim entered the territory of the Romans with the purpose of
invading it and taking with him Job, the patriarch of Antioch. He besieged the
city of Ankyra. The patriarch Job spoke in Greek to the Rum and said to them:
“Submit yourselves to the caliph and pay him the head tax. This is preferable than
to be murdered and taken as prisoners.” The Romans insulted him and hurled
stones at him. Then Mu‘tasim took Ankyra and set it on fire. From there he
proceeded to Amorion and besieged it for a month. Each day Job, the patriarch of
Antioch, approached alone the citadel and talked to the Romans in Greek trying
to frighten them and persuade them to pay the head tax, so that Mu‘tasim could

% Mich. Syr. 501, trans. Chabot (1889-1905) vol. 3, 37.
0 Mich. Syr. 524, trans. Chabot (1889-1905) vol. 3, 75.
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leave them in peace. But the Rum heaped insults on him and hurled stones at him.
But the Romans continued in this way until Mu‘tasim took Amorion.”!

Curiously enough, no mention of the crowning of Thomas by this same Job
is made in the Annals of Eutychios, perhaps because they were corrected and
interpolated in Antioch by the Melkite community.”” In fact, the information
about the appointment of Job as patriarch in Antioch during the reign of Ma’miin
contained in the most diffused version of the Annals is lacking in a shorter
version that seems to be closer to the original and that ends unfortunately with the
reign of Ma’miin without mentioning Mu‘tasim’s campaign in 838. However,
the Annals do mention a Byzantine emperor named Constantine who apparently
reigned between Nikephoros and Theophilos.” It could be that this Constantine
is actually our Thomas, who took this name and aimed at the imperial crown,
for there is no mention of Leo V or Michael II as emperors in the Annals.
Another possibility is that some confusion with Theophilos’s son and co-emperor
Constantine took place here.

Be that as it may, the patriarch Job is depicted in the Annals, the chronicle of
Michael the Syrian and our two Byzantine historians as a true servant of the caliph,
be this Ma’miin or Mu‘tasim. This must be true, for all these sources are independent
of ecach other. Nevertheless, we can perhaps suspect that his subordinate role,
especially his pathetic appeal to surrender before the besieged cities of Anatolia,
was not especially pleasant for him, particularly if we consider that the Letter to
Theophilos supposedly written by the three Melkite patriarchs had him as one of
the signatories, if not as an author, as we will consider in Chapter 21. For this letter
urged Theophilos to invade the caliphate and “expressed the desire and hope of the
Patriarchs to secede from the caliphate”.” Contrary to Vasiliev, we do not think
that the official support patriarch Job gave to the caliph “would make it impossible
for him to sign” this letter. If the quoted passage pertains to the original core of the
letter supposedly addressed to the emperor, it would imply that there was a growing
dissatisfaction among eastern Christians with their servant role as pawns in the
chess game of the Middle East. Perhaps the conflict had already begun in Ma’miin’s
time when the caliph forced the unwilling patriarch to lend support to the cause of
Thomas. This explains why Thomas could have been seen as a renegade by most
Byzantines despite being crowned by the Melkite patriarch of Antioch. In fact, this
crowning did not mean any real support of eastern Christians for Thomas, but only
the backing of the caliphate of his rebellion.

" Eutychios, Annals, 406 (I use the Italian translation). See also PG 111, col. 1134.
2 This is the opinion of Breydy (1983) 87.

3 Breydy (1985) 128.

" Eutychios, Annals, 404 and 407.

S Vasiliev (1942-1944) 224,
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This misuse of the Church in the rebellion excludes Thomas’ uprising from
having anything to do with a sincere defence of icon worship’ and explains perfectly
why the Acta of David, Symeon and George and the Life of St. Theodore Stoudites
considered his role as defender of the images as a smokescreen. It also explains
why most of the icon worshippers in the empire were, to say the least, diffident with
Thomas and ignored almost entirely his iconophile stance. As we shall see, most
of them were frightened by the ravaging army of rebels and disregarded Thomas’
supposed iconophilia. For them it was the presence of barbarians (see Chapter 2.3)
and Arabs (see Chapter 13.2) among Thomas’s soldiers that really mattered. The
harsh words of Michael the Syrian (and Bar Hebraeus) against Thomas, accusing
him of converting to Islam under the influence of Ma’miin’s brother, Abt Ishaq,
of blaspheming Christ and desecrating the mysteries,” are perhaps understandable
from this perspective, although written by a Jacobite.

Thomas could thus have followed an iconophile policy simply to garner
support for his cause, rather than from personal conviction. This makes more sense
if he actually rebelled against Leo, and not against Michael the Amorian, as we
will demonstrate in Chapter 2.

1.4 The Iconoclasm of the Amorians

It may appear strange at first sight that Michael, after coming to power through the
murder of Leo, continued to adhere to iconoclasm. Moreover, as we have already
seen, Thomas’ adherence to icon worship was not taken seriously by iconophiles,
who instead even rallied around Michael when they felt threatened by Thomas’s
troops. Why then should Michael have further supported iconoclasm?7®

We do not know what were the particular religious traditions of his family
concerning icons. The sources connect him only with the heresy of the Athinganoi,
which was rooted in Phrygia and Amorion.” The supposed Judaic tendencies
of the Athinganoi, represented by the Byzantine sources as strict followers of
Mosaic law, may ultimately connect them with the aniconism of the iconoclasts.
However, the exact nature of the Athinganoi sect is highly controversial
and it cannot be excluded that some of its features pertain to the realm of the
heresiological literature and do not find correspondence with actual practices. As

76 Kopstein (1983) 76-80 and 845 has already discarded as a cause for the war
both the icon issue and the ethnic element. I agree only with the first conclusion and will
therefore argue for the existence of regional tensions in Chapter 2.

7 Mich. Syr. 524, trans. Chabot (1889-1905) vol. 3, 75.

8 For Michael’s iconoclasm see the overview by Brubaker and Haldon (2011) 386-92.

" The main source for the Athinganoi beliefs of Michael is Th. Cont. 1.3 (42.7—
44.11). There is a comment on the passage in Signes Codoiier (1995) 183-8.
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a matter of fact, aniconism does not appear as a feature of the Athinganoi in the
preserved descriptions of their dogma.®

In any case, Michael of Amorion seems to have been obliged to continue
the iconoclastic policy of Leo the Armenian, for it would have caused him even
greater problems to revert to icon worship, especially as he was dependent anew
on the capital for his own survival as ruler. Exactly as during the Bulgarians’ siege
of Constantinople, the attack of Thomas against the capital would have forced
Michael to commit to iconoclasm, favoured by the people and the army of the
besieged city. To reopen a debate about icons could have signified for Michael
political suicide at a moment when Thomas seemed to control both Asia and
Europe and the emperor relied only upon the forces of the capital.

Again, as in Leo’s case, it appears that Michael did not have personal reasons for
adopting iconoclasm. In fact, he forbade any further discussion on that matter and
allowed believers to act as they wanted concerning icon worship. Significantly, the
Continuator describes Michael’s policy toward icons in a different chapter from
the one devoted to representing his Athinganoi beliefs.?! There, Michael orders his
subjects “to do whatever each one desires and considers appropriate” (§k0GTOG
oV 10 Sokodv adTd moteite kol £peTdv) as an answer to a personal entreaty of
the deposed patriarch Nikephoros. This did not avoid the exile and persecution
of reputed icon defenders such as Methodios and Euthymios, but in general the
iconophiles experienced a period of appeasement, as the letters of Theodore
Stoudites clearly show. It is revealing that Michael allowed the abbots to venerate
images if they so wished as long as this happened outside of Constantinople. This
confirms that the conflict about icons mattered only in the capital, whereas in the
provinces different traditions coexisted most of the time.*

This tolerant spirit of Michael was certainly partly a consequence of the
civil war that rallied all Constantinopolitans around the emperor against the
“barbarian” army of Thomas. But it continued after the civil war as well. The
marriage of Michael c. 824825 with iconophile Euphrosyne, Constantine VI’s
daughter and by then a nun, expresses the clear desire to connect the dynasty with
the last Isaurian emperor, but also with his iconophile policy, exactly as Thomas
the Slav had done during his revolt (Chapter 6). Moreover, in 821 Michael married
Theophilos to an iconophile wife, Theodora, whose family also seem to have
been mostly defenders of images (Chapter 4). This will ultimately explain how,
after Theophilos’ death, iconoclasm was finally condemned and icon worship re-
established with the support and backing of the widow empress. It turns out that

8 See Starr (1936), Rochow (1983) and Speck (1997).

81 Th. Cont. I1.8 (47.16-49.19), corresponding to Gen. II.14 (35.68-77).

8 For a short characterization of Michael’s iconoclasm, with references to the sources,
see Bury (1912) 110-19, Martin (1930) 199-211, Treadgold (1988) 228-32, Pratsch (1998)
263-71, and Brubaker and Haldon (2011) 386-92.
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at the time icon worship was for emperors more of a problem to be dealt with than
a personal belief.®

The natural consequence of this state of affairs would be that after Michael’s
death, his heir Theophilos would continue this policy of appeasement, especially
as the civil war was over and the hard-liners of the iconophile party, such as
Theodore Stoudites or the deposed patriarch Nikephoros, were already dead.
However, the opposite turned out to be the case. Unlike Leo V or Michael 11,
Theophilos appears to have been a committed iconoclast.** The reason is perhaps
related to the fact that Theophilos belonged to a different generation from Leo
V or his father Michael. Although he was probably baptized by no less a person
than Leo V as early as 803, and accordingly before the Armenian came to the
throne (see Chapter 3.1), Theophilos was probably just 12 years old when his
godfather Leo began to implement an iconoclast policy in 815. As his father also
had a prominent position at court, the education of the child could not be left to
chance and it is to be supposed that already during Leo’s reign the iconoclastic
indoctrination of the child Theophilos began. The figure of John the Grammarian
appears as the main person responsible for the education of the young Theophilos.
According to the Continuator,

He [John the Grammarian] was particularly beloved of Michael the stammerer,
either simply because he shared in his heresy, or also because he had somehow
distinguished himself for his eloquence. In any case he was beloved and was
appointed as teacher of Theophilos. And when this latter took up the reins of the
empire, he first granted him the dignity of synkellos and then made him patriarch
of Constantinople because he had explained to him certain signs of the future
through divination with dishes and sorcery.®

It is nowhere said in this passage that John was appointed teacher of Theophilos
when Michael came to the throne in December 820. Ralph-Johannes Lilie rightly
noted that Theophilos had married as early as 821 and appears to have been an
adult from the very beginning of his father’s reign. He thus considered it unlikely
that John was appointed his teacher only with the rise of Michael II to power.*
However, I do not agree with his conclusion that later sources made John the
Grammarian the teacher of Theophilos because of the close relationship between
the two men during Theophilos’ reign. It seems to me possible that Theophilos was
taught by John during the reign of Leo V. Michael did not need to be an emperor
to take care of the education of his child. As the case of Justin I at the beginning of

8 See also Chapter 8.1 for the opinion of Hans-Georg Thiimmel on the real relevance

of theological disputes about icon worship at the time of second iconoclasm.

8 For an assessment of Theophilos’ iconoclasm see Rosser (1972) 64-107 and
Brubaker and Haldon (2011) 392404

8 Th. Cont. IV.7 (154.21-155.5).

8 Lilie (1999b) 172-5.
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the sixth century shows, men of arms making a career in the capital cared for the
education of their children, for this was the most useful investment in their future.
Theophilos thus became a learned and cultivated emperor exactly as Justinian did
and defended iconoclasm with more zeal and conviction than his two predecessors
on the throne, in a certain sense with the same commitment that Justinian had to
the Chalkedonian creed.

This did not mean that his duty as a ruler was devoted in great part to the
cause of iconoclasm. Again, as we shall see in the next chapters, more urgent
and important matters demanded his attention. It is only the hagiographic sources
that depict him as a bigoted emperor and prosecutor of iconophiles.?” A priori, the
controversy about icons appears relevant only in his relation with the Melkites
of the M